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Abstract

By applying different (competing) understandings of the term “popular”, this article
showcases the criteria by which Popular Christian Music (labelled Contemporary
Christian Music by the US music industry) can be described as “popular”. It compares
Anglo-American and German-language Christian songs by means of close readings of
the German band Koenige & Priester (Kings & Priests) and US singer Lauren Daigle. It
argues that Christian music uses strategies of popularization comparable to secular
popular music. Unlike secular music, however, for Popular Christian Music the Chris-
tian message is a central genre marker, which leads me to suggest that its popularity
(in the sense of reaching a large audience beyond religious/evangelical circles) essen-
tially depends on the polysemic properties of its lyrics.
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Introduction

Contemporary Christian Music (CCM) is a label used by the US-music in-
dustry for musicians and bands stemming from the field of popular music,
whose lyrics are characterized by Christian and often evangelical content.!
In comparison, bands from the Popular Christian Music (PCM) scene in Ger-
man-speaking countries play a rather subordinate economical role. The differ-
ence in economic impact is echoed in different levels of scholarly interest, for
US-based Christian music has been well researched since the 1990s,2 whilst
German-based PCM has received little academic attention, although it forms
a distinct musical genre and is an important aspect in the life of certain reli-
gious groups.’ However, in addition to some interest-based publications from
the milieu of the evangelical Free churches®, the topic has been approached
from a practice-oriented theological perspective discussing the “benefits” of
popular music in a church context.’

This difference in both the success of and interest in CCM in the Unit-
ed States and PCM in Germany is remarkable. This article is an opportunity
to address that comparison, using two case studies. In asking what makes
Popular Christian Music popular, it understands “popular” not in terms of
commercial success but as a descriptor, which allows us to explore the crite-
ria for its application in these different contexts. For this exploratory exam-
ination | deployed the following method for the selection of case studies: |
entered the terms “Populdre Christliche Musik” (popular Christian music) and

1 The article is based on my contribution to the interdisciplinary lecture series This Is Our
Song, which took place at the University of Siegen, Germany, in 2019/20. My thanks to
Aleksandar Golovin for help with the translation.

An important clarification to make here is that my usage of the term “evangelical” is
based on its framing in Germany, rather than in Anglo-American contexts. “Evangelical”
is understood as a type of piety defined by multiple (and often differently prioritized)
factors such as Biblicism (Bibeltreue), Christ-centeredness (Christuszentriertheit) and the
emphasis on spiritual awakening (Erweckungserlebnis), as well as activism that expresses
itself in evangelism that drives to follow the bible as principle in everyday life (see Elwert/
Radermacher/Schlamelcher 2017). In addition, the term is used to imply a Germany-
specific genealogy which describes groups and communities tracing their traditions back
to Pietism (as emerged in the late 17th century) and thus understand framing themselves
in a manner that equates “evangelical” with “pietistic”.

e.g. Jorstad 1993; Howard/Streck 1996; Luhr 2009; Stowe 2011; Harju 2012.
Kopanski/Albrecht-Birkner/Heesch/Stéhr (forthcoming).

e.g. Kabus 2003; Feist 2005.

e.g. Schiitz 2008; Depta 2016.
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“Contemporary Christian Music” into YouTube and selected the top match in
each case, namely the song “You Say” by the US-American singer Lauren Dai-
gle and the song “Alles ist moglich” (“Everything is Possible”) by the German
band Koenige & Priester (Kings & Priests).® This article analyses these songs
through close readings, focusing on the lyrics and the musical design but also
providing contextualizing observations.

Before commencing, | wish to express some self-reflections to outline both
my relationship to the subject as well as my motivation. Although I was con-
firmed in the Lutheran Church at the age of 14, | now identify as agnostic;
as such, | approach the phenomenon of PCM from an outside perspective.
Whilst PCM has not been my main field of research so far, PCM is becoming
a strong academic interest, and | am eager to explore and understand what
PCM means to evangelical circles and how it is used to transmit their beliefs.

Approaches to the Terms “Popular” and “Popular Culture”

Concerning the terms “popular” and “popular culture”, I will focus on the plu-
ralistic definitions as outlined by the publication Handbuch Populdre Kultur’
(Handbook of Popular Culture) and avoid providing a straightforward defini-
tion (i.e. “‘popular’ [ ‘popular culture’ is...”), as what can be expressed through
the terms’ complex (and at times contradictory) aspects can fuel a substantial
seminar without reaching a standardized (or conclusive) definition.®

Etymologically, the word “popular” is related to the Latin adverb “popula-
ris”, the latter meaning “regarding the people / popular within the people”.®
A first, superficial understanding of “popular” is thus that it describes some-
thing heard/read/watched by many people, that enjoy it for different reasons,
in a quantity that might be assessed via sales numbers, bestseller lists, charts,
download/streaming numbers or ratings.

A second perspective sees “popular culture” as a counterpart to “high cul-
ture”, a dichotomy found in the dispute between Gottfried August Biirger,
who understood “the popular” as a standard for art, and Friedrich Schiller,
who distinguished the public as an uneducated crowd from the educated

You SAY (Lauren Daigle, US 2018); ALLES IST MOGLICH (Koenige & Priester, DE 2017).
Hiigel 2003a.

An overview of the pluralistic definitions can also be found in: Storey 2008.

Hiigel 2003b, 343, my translation.
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elite.!® This dispute shaped scholarly debate well into the 20th century and is
found, for example, in Max Horkheimer’s and Theodor Adorno’s critical writ-
ings on the culture industry,!* with the suggestion that something cannot be
inherently popular; it can only become popular, and indeed be made popular
through strategies such as advertisement. Too readily then, “the popular” is
denied any independent cultural and aesthetic value and - to me, most wor-
ryingly - its audience is devalued as essentially “stupid”. This viewpoint is
opposed by cultural scientist Hans-Otto Hiigel whose defense of popular cul-
ture positions the mainstream as an integral part of “the popular” and thus
as inherently valuable.!?

Since the 1970s, the powerful paradigm of subculture theory, which
emerged from cultural studies, has viewed popular culture not as deficient
but as resistant to hegemonic (high) culture, with its construction “from be-
low” considered intrinsically valuable - for example, by allowing “the people”
to present criticism or signal grievances.’® The nature of reception becomes
much more central to the discussion, as recipients are no longer helplessly
exposed to a popular mass culture but can individually generate value from
popular culture or conversely utilize popular culture elements for their own
purposes.

How, then, is popular culture popularized? For the purposes of this article,
John Fiske’s popularization concept is promising, with its argument that me-
dia texts have to be polysemic if different groups and cultures are to exchange
and gain meanings and energies that meet their respective identities.** The
original focus on the medium of television is easily applied to my discussion
of intermedial elements of popular music. Taking into account the different
positions on popular culture, Hans-Otto Hiigel succinctly concludes, “The
popular is that which entertains”,* balancing within the category “entertain-
ing” the tension between art and the popular without devaluing either. My
analysis of the selected case studies will primarily employ Fiske’s polysemy
concept, whilst in the conclusion I look at how other approaches to the term
“popular” can be related to the interpretation of Christian music.

10 Hiigel 2003b, 343-345.

11 Horkheimer/Adorno 2006.

12 Hiigel 2007, 10.

13 see Wuggenig 2003; Winter 2003b, 56.

14 Fiske 2000; also see Winter 2003a, 350-351.

15 Hiigel 2003b, 247: “Das Populare ist das, was unterhalt.”
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Why Adapt the Term Contemporary Christian Music to
Popular Christian Music?

In the Anglo-American sphere, the origins of Contemporary Christian Music
as a genre characterized by evangelical content can be traced back to the
1970s and the Jesus People movement (which itself emerged from the hippie
movement). Specifically, the Jesus Rock genre enabled conservative Christian
milieus’ critical approach to rock music to be overcome, with the enormous
attraction of the Jesus People to younger audiences directly attributed to the
combination of worship with rock’n’roll.** Since the 1990s the term CCM has
been used as a genre label in the music industry, with charts established for
“Hot Christian Songs”, “Christian Airplay” and “Top Christian Albums” in ad-
dition to Billboard magazine’s regular “Billboard charts” and also two awards
reserved for CCM at the annual Grammy Awards ceremony.

In this article, | use the term “Contemporary Christian Music” only in ref-
erence to the specific genre label applied by the US-American music industry,
preferring instead the term “Popular Christian Music” (PCM). The necessity
for such change arises from the fact that the concept of “contemporary” is
much more charged in Germany than in the United States, with the related
German term zeitgendssisch understood in light of the artistic avant-garde.
“PCM” thus allows for a general classification into the category of popular
music that contrasts with “classical music”. Despite the necessity to adjust
the terminology, my observations are in line with those of Amy McDowell,
who suggests that the genre “Contemporary Christian Music” is defined more
by its Christian lyrics or its use in a Christian context than by its musical style,
which can vary greatly depending on the artist, although semantic correla-
tions between music and content (e.g. the lyrics) can be important.”” In Ger-
many, PCM artists and bands have rarely achieved great economic success.
Unlike in the United States, in Germany there are no official music charts
for PCM, and there was no category for Christian music in the former Echo
Awards.

16 McDowell 2013.
17 Kopanski/Albrecht-Birkner/Heesch/Stohr (forthcoming).
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Case Studies

Koenige & Priester

Koenige & Priester is a band from the German city of Cologne with a changing
line-up (six to eight musicians) that has produced three studio albums since
its official founding in 2015. The leading members are the singers Florence
Joy Enns (née Biittner), her husband, Thomas Enns, and his brother Jonathan
Enns.’® In interviews the band’s members have stated that two verses from
Revelation (1:5-6) are of personal importance to them and the source of the
name “Koenige & Priester”.”* It remains unclear to which the German Bible
translation the band ultimately refers to since the terms “Kénige und Priester”
can be found in various translations.?

In contrast to most German PCM bands, which tend to have strong evangel-
ical roots, Koenige & Priester position themselves as non-denominational, a
character expressed, for example, in the musicians’ involvement in the non-de-
nominational B.A.S. E. Jugendgottesdienste, worship services attended by young
people.? Before the band formed, its leaders were already relatively well known
within the realm of secular music. Florence Joy Enns won the second season
of the German TV show Star Search in 2004, but she was also involved in popu-
lar music with Christian content both before and after her victory.” After win-
ning the show, she celebrated Top 20 chart success in Germany with the secular
single “Consequences of Love”.? Thomas Enns and his brother Jonathan also
achieved short-term media exposure, by participating in 2007 in the fourth sea-
son of Deutschland sucht den Superstar, a spin-off of the British show Pop Idol.”

In an extensive interview with ERF Media, a leading broadcasting company
for evangelical content in Germany, Thomas Enns describes how he found
God and how both he and his wife rejected careers in secular music in favour
of making Christian music. Furthermore, Enns emphasizes how important

18 Koenige & Priester GbR [no datel.
19 Walter 2017; Lippert 2018.

20 All scriptural citations are taken from translations endorsed by the German Bible Society
(Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft) in 2019.

21 Koenige & Priester GbR [no date].

22 Gerth Medien 2015.

23 Feiert Jesus! Christmas (Various Artists, DE 2005, SCM Hanssler).

24 Hope (Florence Joy, DE 2004, Universal/Polydor); Koenige & Priester GbR [no date].
25 Koenige & Priester GbR [no date].
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it is to him that he lives in harmony with God and the Bible.? On the one
hand, Enns’s description can be considered an example of a classic evangelical
narrative of conversion and religious awakening that echoes an evangelical
dualistic worldview.?” On the other hand such a commitment seems to me to
be extremely important for musicians from the genre of PCM in order to find
acceptance in their “target audience” in what | would refer to as an effort in
establishing “genre authenticity”. Conversely, however, such statements can
lead to a backlash from outside the PCM scene, which may explain why on its
Facebook page, the band describes its music as about “faith, love and hope”
and notes it is “not about conveying theoretical, philosophical or even the-
ological knowledge”.”® Through such statements Koenige & Priester may be
attempting to reach two types of audience: for believing Christians they are
demonstrating they are truly a Christian band; for broader, secular audiences
they insist that they are not indoctrinating theological knowledge. Yet in con-
trast to this latter aspect, the band is quoted in an interview on a Christian
website as stating: “Our goal: getting young people excited about Jesus.”?
Since 2017 the song “Alles ist moglich”, from Koenige & Priester’s second stu-
dio album, Heldenreise,*® has been streamed around 300,000 times on Spotify,
where it is one of the band’s most successful songs. The song is arranged in
the style of a modern indie pop song, using a common band instrumentation
(drums, electric guitar, bass, vocals, here with three voices, plus various synthe-
sizer sounds). The high production value is clearly evident to the listener, above
all in relation to current recording technologies, allowing Koenige & Priester to
parallel the high musical and technical standards of US-American evangelical
music productions that Sebastian Emling and Jonas Schira, for example, have
noted.* Stylistic devices such as the frequency filter applied on the synthesizer -
the initial focus on a narrow frequency range broadens later in the track - have
been used in secular pop and Electronic Dance Music (EDM) songs in recent
years, with the opening of the track “Sugar”*2 by the German EDM musician Rob-
in Schulz a good example. “Alles ist méglich” is in the key of B major, although it
is intriguing that unlike some mainstream pop songs, the chord progression does

26 Walter 2017.

27 Emling/Schira 2017, 297.

28 Koenige & Priester 2020, info, my translation.

29 Gerth Medien 2015: “Unser Ziel: junge Menschen fir Jesus zu begeistern”.
30 Koenige & Priester 2017.

31 Emling/Schira 2017, 400-401.

32 “Sugar” (Robin Schulz, DE 2015, Tonspiel/Warner Music Central Europe).
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not remain static, for the song’s chorus expands the chord sequence through a
tonally foreign A major chord. This unexpected chordal movement has the po-
tential to draw the audience’s attention to the song and therefore to its lyrics.
Depending on the context of the listening situation, the lyrics would not
necessarily reveal that “Alles ist moglich” contains a Christian message, es-
pecially given the inclusion of general phrases often found in popular music:
A lyrical “I” addresses a “you”, describing her/his trust in said “you”, as the
latter provides her/him with strength in difficult situations. The phrase “Ich
glaub an dich”* (I believe in you) does have religious connotations, but given
that God is not explicitly mentioned, it may imply an interpersonal relation-
ship, not least as both the German phrase and its English equivalent are used
to give support to another person. That said, upon closer inspection certain
lines do have religious connotations, suggesting “Alles ist moglich” stems
from PCM: for example, the phrases “Dir ist alles moglich” (For you everything
is possible) and “iliber Mauern springen” (to jump over walls).>* The phrase
“Dir ist alles moglich” is found in the Text Bible, a translation from 1899,
and the wording “iiber Mauern springen” is included in the Luther Bible.’* The
full song title “Alles ist moglich” is found in the translation by Franz Eugen
Schlachter.®” Historically, Bible translations have shaped the German language
significantly, so the rather general wording could refer to Bible passages but
could also be taken from a general German vocabulary - still, these examples
are somewhat unusual for German-speaking secular popular music. Interest-
ingly, the line “Alles ist moglich” offers an incidental transmedial reference to
the German synchronization of the feature film ALMosT FAMOuUs (Cameron
Crowe, US 2000), where the line is used as a salutation among “groupies”,
an often pejorative term for extremely dedicated fans who sometimes seek
sexual involvement with musicians or celebrities - altogether anything but
a Christian context. Although Koenige & Priester most likely aimed at subtly
referencing the Bible and had no intention of making any allusion to a pro-
miscuous premarital life, this possible transmedial reference opens a poten-
tial polysemy. However, this fluidity of meaning exists only when the song

33 “Alles ist moglich” (Heldenreise, Koenige & Priester, DE 2017, dieKoalition Label), liner
notes.

34 “Alles ist moglich” (Heldenreise, Koenige & Priester, DE 2017, dieKoalition Label), liner
notes.

35 Mark 14:36, Text Bible, 1899.
36 Ps. 18:30, Luther Bible, 1984.
37 Mark 9:23, Schlachter Bible.
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is streamed, as one glance at the booklet, and more specifically its credits,
quickly reveals the Christian content. Not only is God thanked first in the
credits, but Koenige & Priester refer to the credits as “Danksagung” (thanks-
giving/acknowledgement),*® a recognizable part of Christian worship services.

For a further level of this analysis, we can turn to Koenige & Priester’s offi-
cial video clip for the song. Since February 2017 the video clip has been viewed
about 225,000 times on YouTube, where it is referred to as “B.A.S.E. living room
session”.*® Unlike the album version, here the song is played unplugged. The
term “living room session” can imply a certain spontaneity, as a private gather-
ing to play a little music together. This spontaneity is carefully, even profession-
ally, staged in the clip, with, for example, the room perfectly illuminated and
various cameras or at least camera perspectives. In addition, the sound is re-
markably precise and clear, which suggests it was not recorded when the play-
ers actually performed this video clip. It would be nearly impossible to achieve
the smooth sound heard in the video clip with three highly sensitive large di-
aphragm condenser microphones for the singers positioned in the immediate
vicinity of the drums. Ergo, this video clip features a level of production that
is in no way inferior to that of the secular music scene. Secular popular music
will often frame video clips (especially on YouTube) as an acoustic/basement/
studio session. Then again, the specific setting of Koenige & Priester’s video
clip can link the band to evangelical communities, for whom non-hierarchical,
informal meetings, are part of their lived religion. In addition, the clip’s staging
has visible parallels to the “Acoustic Sessions” by Hillsong United - one of the
most successful evangelical worship bands in the world.“ Moreover, a number
of visual markers identify Koenige & Priester as Christian. In addition to the
cross clearly visible around Thomas Enn’s neck, all the singers’ facial expres-
sions are blissful and they make gestures of praise (fig. 1, 2).

What is “popular” then about Koenige & Priester? The production values of
the song “Alles ist moglich” are highly professional, which is certainly related to
the band members’ experience in secular entertainment for many years. The lyr-
ics of “Alles ist moglich” contain direct yet subtle and non-intrusive allusions to
the Bible, whereas the music could have stemmed from a secular indie pop band.
The band uses forms of presentation that are common in secular popular music.

38 Heldenreise (Koenige & Priester, DE 2017, dieKoalition Label), liner notes.

39 ALLES IST MOGLICH (Koenige & Priester, DE 2017).

40 OCEANS (ACOUSTIC) - HILLSONG UNITED (Hillsong United, AU 2013); for further reading on
Hillsong United see Wagner 2020.
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Fig. 2: Music video still from ALLES 1sT MOGLICH, Koenige & Priester, 00:03:32.

They include the thoroughly staged alternative version of the song in a suppos-
edly spontaneous jam session for distribution via YouTube as well as an extensive
presence in social media. However, social media is also used to express the con-
nection to God, as illustrated by a post from the band’s official Facebook page:

After an amazing concert [in Marburg/Germanyl, we had a relaxed break-
fast and are now on our way to Siegen! God is so good! We are so so bless-
ed! Thanks to everyone who listens to our music, everyone who supports
us! We love you alll*

41 Koenige & Priester 2020, post, 10 November 2019.
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Lauren Daigle: “You Say”

American musician Lauren Daigle (born 1991) writes most of her music as
well as her lyrics.* Her early career has an interesting parallel to that of Koe-
nige & Priester, for she participated in the casting show American Idol be-
tween 2010 and 2012.* Daigle stated in an interview given in 2014 that her last
participation, in 2012, was spiritually important to her,* and indeed a strong
commitment to Christianity is important for musicians from the PCM genre
as a whole, as it contributes to their acceptance by the desired target group.

The song | will explore in this segment is titled “You Say” and was released
in Daigle’s 2018 album Look Up Child. As of June 2020, the official video clip has
had around 157 million views on YouTube, and the song has been streamed
over 235 million times on Spotify. The first musical association stirred for me
by the song was with the British pop singer Adele (e.g. her song “Hello”*) - a
comparison frequently evoked by music journalists.® Daigle’s “You Say” is ar-
ranged in the style of a piano pop ballad in the key of F major, and in terms of
the song’s harmony, its chord progression focuses on a four-chord turnaround
progression of F~Am-Dm-Bb (tonal-functionally represented as I-111-VI-1V),
which remains constant over the course of the song, an approach that can be
identified in various secular pop ballads in recent years - very prominently in
Emeli Sandé’s “Read All About It (Pt. Ill)”.“” Despite the consistent repetition
of this chord progression for over four and a half minutes, the song is by
no means monotonous, by virtue of the light, yet sophisticated arrangement
(e.g. the subtle adjustment to instrumentation for different segments of the
song), as well as Daigle’s expressive voice, which contributes to the affective
potential of the song. The production of the song is perfect for the chosen
style of a modern pop ballad. At the musical level, only the short “I” vocaliza-
tions in the chorus provide an indication of a religious context, based on the
resemblance to a gospel choir. Daigle uses these gospel-choir-like vocaliza-
tions in various songs on the album.

The lyrics do not significantly differ from secular pop songs. Where the PCM
approach is often more direct, Christian references or rather the potentially

42 Look Up Child (Lauren Daigle, US 2018a, Centricity), liner notes.

43 Yep 2014.

44 Yep 2014.

45 25 (Adele, US 2015, XL Recordings).

46 e.g. Harrington 2019.

47 “Read All About It (Pt. IIl)” (Our Version of Events, Emeli Sandé, GB 2012, Virgin).
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missionary-evangelistic approach do not jump out at listeners here; in fact,
there is little evidence that the song relates to PCM at all. The lyrics, especially
in the chorus, could be found in many songs focused on an interpersonal rela-
tionship in which the lyrical “I” is rather unassertive or requires reassurance.
The self-doubts of the lyrical “I” are evoked in the first verse through popular
music tropes (“I keep fighting voices in my mind that say I'm not enough /
Every single lie that tells me | will never measure up”*), whereby the counter-
part to the lyrical “I” provides her [ him with strength, as in the opposition in
the chorus “You say I'm strong / When | think I’'m weak”.* In addition to being
common tropes of secular popular music, such lyrics are in line with what we
saw in the Koenige & Priester example. A difference from secular popular mu-
sic songs utilizing similar lyrics becomes evident to a listener only in the third
verse, which addresses God directly: “Taking all | have and now I'm laying
it at Your feet / You have every failure, God, and You’ll have every victory”.*
That said, the booklet consistently capitalizes “You” and “your”, unambigu-
ously suggesting the lyrical “I” is addressing God as the provider of strength,
not a human counterpart in an implied (romantic) relationship. For a listener
who first reads the booklet, the religious connotations are evident before the
music begins.”® Moreover, a Christian background can be readily identified in
the line “I believe>? in the chorus, for the phrase “I believe” can be heard as a
strong commitment by the lyrical “I” to transcendence. However, the phrase
is open to interpretation: here the line is followed by the words “what you
say of me”,** and in popular music more generally, the words “I believe” form
a common phrase that does not necessarily suggest a relationship to God.
In English-language secular popular music the wording “I believe” is used to
build emotionally affective metaphors: in one’s abilities (“I believe | can fly”**),
in emotions (“I believe in a thing called love”>), in people (“I believe in you”>)
and much more.

48 “You Say”, (Look Up Child, Lauren Daigle, US 2018a, Centricity), liner notes.

49 “You Say”, (Look Up Child, Lauren Daigle, US 2018a, Centricity), liner notes.

50 “You Say”, (Look Up Child, Lauren Daigle, US 2018a, Centricity), liner notes.

51 “You Say”, (Look Up Child, Lauren Daigle, US 2018a, Centricity), liner notes.

52 “You Say”, (Look Up Child, Lauren Daigle, US 2018a, Centricity), liner notes.

53 “You Say”, (Look Up Child, Lauren Daigle, US 2018a, Centricity), liner notes.

54 “I believe I can fly” (R, R. Kelly, US 1998, Jive).

55 “I believe in a thing called love” (Permission to Land, The Darkness, US/GB 2003, Atlantic/
Must... Destroy!).

56 “I believe in you” (Nobody but Me, Michael Bublé, US 2016, Reprise Records).
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Conversely, the polysemic properties of the lyrics allow them to also be
related entirely to the Bible. As an example, the distinctively titled Christian
blog The Berean Test (the name is related to the Book of Acts 17:10-11), whose
goal is “applying critical thinking skills to compare lyrical content from pop-
ular Christian artists against the Bible for accuracy”,”” examined Daigle’s song
for “true Christian” content. Concerning “You Say”, the self-proclaimed “good
Berean” reached the conclusion that there are no direct Bible references in the
song,*® although a relevant Bible passage could be identified as complement-
ing almost every line: e.g. the “voices in my head” mentioned in the song’s
first line, are interpreted by the website’s author as clearly meaning Lucifer’s
whispering. However, the quoted reference from the Bible has no direct con-
nection to Daigles lyrics, but merely states that Lucifer “is a liar, and the father
of it”.* The author concluded that more direct references to the Bible would
have improved the song, making it “true Christian” music. This critique of in-
sufficient Christian content in Daigle’s music expressed by conservative Chris-
tians continues in other areas of the artist’s life as well. Evangelical Christian
circles in the United States were strongly critical of Daigle towards the end of
2018 when during a radio interview, in answer to a question about whether
homosexuality is a sin, she responded: “You know | can’t honestly answer on
that... [..] I just say: Read the Bible and find out for yourself and when you find
out let me know ’cos I'm learning too.”® In addition to the openness of Dai-
gle’s lyrics, her reluctant position towards homosexuality, which is apparently
seen as unchristian in evangelical circles, becomes a point of attack there.

What is “popular” then about Daigle’s “You Say”? Musically, the song could
slip by on the radio between popular pop, rock and EDM tracks without lis-
teners necessarily noticing that it is Christian music. The production values
of the song are very current and the song writing is fully in accord with the
zeitgeist and therefore can be accepted by broad audiences beyond the (evan-
gelical) Christian scene. The popularity of “You Say” in the secular world may
be attributed to the limited evangelical content of the lyrics. In addition, mak-
ing reference to God has a far greater tradition in popular music made in the
United States than in German-speaking popular music, as for example in Joan

57 The Berean Test, 2020.

58 Wright 2019.

59 John 8:44, King James Bible.

60 LAUREN DAIGLE’S TESTIMONY (NO JESus / DEFENDS LGBT & ELLEN DEGENERES) (Doctrinal
Watchdog, US 2019).
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Osborne’s song “One of Us”.®* As a result, the need for specific Christian ref-
erences within CCM-labelled music may be all the greater to achieve accept-
ance within evangelical Christian circles.

Conclusion

The various meanings of “popular” can certainly be traced within the case
studies. Both examples are “popular” in that they reach large audiences, al-
though the differences in scale between Koenige & Priester and Lauren Daigle
are huge, a distinction that extends into the genres of CCM and PCM more
broadly. Also, Hiigel’s dictum about the popular being entertaining is appli-
cable here. Precisely in such PCM of evangelical character, however, we find
a contrast with most popular secular music genres: in secular popular music
scenes, the music (in addition to non-musical markers such as clothing and
personal appearance) works in many cases on the one hand to bind inwards
(i.e. into a specific scene) and on the other hand to differentiate outwards.
PCM of evangelical character attempts to avoid the negative connotations of
outwards differentiation, seeking both to bind inwards as well as to reach out
to outsiders. This balancing act has limited potential, as the foregrounding
of a Christian message in the lyrics overwrites and subsequently negates any
polysemy, the integral component of Fiske’s popular-culture concept. PCM
faces the challenge of balancing popularity and message. For its uptake to
increase, the message must be less forthright, but that message is a central
genre marker of PCM. When the interpretative possibilities are expanded - as
is the case with Lauren Daigle - evangelical critics will immediately discredit
the music as not pleasing to God. Whether PCM is “popular” in the sense of
reaching a large audience depends on the ability of the audience to connect
to the lyrics.

Although increasingly recognized as unsustainable, the dichotomy of “high
culture” and popular culture can be found in PCM, but not in an opposi-
tion between supposedly “high” and “low” art, but in a distinction between
“Christian” and “secular” art. The cultural studies understanding of the “pop-
ular” would even suggest that PCM is a recontextualization of secular popular
music and its hegemonic undercurrents that use identical (marketing) strat-
egies: the evangelical perspective on a world full of “unbelievers” who spread

61 “One of Us” (Relish, Joan Osborne, US 1995, Mercury/Blue Gorilla).
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“sin” is undermined by “true” Christian music intended to spread knowledge
throughout the world.

This study is based on just two comparatively well-known examples from
Germany and the United States. To continue its explorations we could prof-
itably draw on a larger corpus of artists, discourses derived from Christian
and secular media and social networks, and interviews with fans of PCM and
scene-outsiders, all of which offer productive additional data. Whilst such
perspectives lie beyond the scope of this article, this study does suggest that
PCM, especially as performed by German-speaking artists, is rife with discov-
eries for future research.
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